

[image: Cover]



JCIM OPINION AGORA

Entrepreneurship in uncertain times

Piero Formica

RSA Fellow, Innovation Value Institute, Maynooth University, Maynooth, Ireland

(Published: 17 November 2025)

Correspondence to: Piero Formica, RSA Fellow, Innovation Value Institute, Maynooth University, Ireland.

E-mail: piero.formica@gmail.com

© 2025 Journal of Comparative International Management. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), permitting all non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

To cite: Formica, P. (2025). Entrepreneurship in uncertain times. Journal of Comparative International Management, 28(1), 1-2. https://doi.org/10.55482/jcim.2025.35787

 

IN TIMES OF UNCERTAINTY

We live in an age of uncertainty, an inevitable part of our existence. Suggesting its elimination is like the endless weaving of Penelope’s web. In the face of uncertainty, with its differences and nuances of meaning, patience, cunning, and hope are irrelevant.

Uncertainty refers to the state of not knowing what awaits us, leading to worry about the unknown. This differs from insecurity, which arises from a threat that actually materializes. While uncertainty represents the difficulty in predicting outcomes—especially over the long term—volatility contrasts with this by focusing on the dispersion of short-term shocks around a long-term average. Moreover, uncertainty can also be viewed as the subjective perception of the unpredictability of the context. Instead, precarity refers to an objective and persistent state of insecurity, characterized by a lack of control over one’s future.

THERE ARE THREE UNCERTAINTIES OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP: ENDOGENOUS, EXOGENOUS, AND TEMPORAL

Entrepreneurship involves seeking opportunities by creating new ventures. The future returns of these ventures are uncertain. As a result, uncertainty is a core aspect of entrepreneurship. It serves as the basis for other challenges entrepreneurs face.

Beyond this intrinsic uncertainty, entrepreneurs also face challenges from the external environment in which the firm operates, including procuring resources, technologies, and markets. Notably, the stability of the business environment is inversely proportional to the level of uncertainty in the external environment.

Furthermore, the degree of uncertainty is influenced by the sense of time. For instance, if the firm is so immersed in the present that it neglects the past and the future, it is the degree of uncertainty today that influences its behavior. Conversely, if the past and the future are considered vital parts of the firm, the uncertainty of the moment is just a dot on an infinitely long line. The entrepreneur will then evaluate the impact of past uncertainty and make decisions considering possible scenarios under conditions of uncertainty about tomorrow.

IS UNCERTAINTY CHILLING ENTREPRENEURSHIP?

Not necessarily. There are creators of opportunities and possibilists accustomed to finding themselves in uncertainty and mystery. They do not know how their experiments will end, yet they feel free to make choices and decisions to grasp how things could go differently from the past.

A large swarm of uncertainties emerged at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, which began in Great Britain around the middle of the 18th century, marking significant progress that accelerated between the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century. This period coincided with the existence of the Lunar Society of Birmingham (c. 1765–1813), a friendly learning society named after its custom of meeting every full moon to facilitate travel at dinner time. This extraordinary group of thinkers included entrepreneur Matthew Boulton, engineer James Watt, physician and poet Erasmus Darwin, ceramics innovator Josiah Wedgwood, and scientist Joseph Priestley. Inventor, scientist, and diplomat Benjamin Franklin joined as an honorary member.

Despite the uncertainties, the members of the Lunar Society shared an optimistic belief in progress driven by creativity and innovation, with a pragmatic approach to problem-solving. Nowadays, the stars of formal research and innovation institutions founded by innovation policies shine. Alongside them shine public and public-private agencies, with experimenters and entrepreneurs who propose to test and apply innovative projects in the real world, relying on their knowledge and awareness of the gaps to be filled.

Three questions arise. How much does their brightness depend on public funding, subject to the high and vague waves moved by the wind of politics?

Do these institutions and agencies encourage the emergence of relaxed environments that foster spontaneous meetings, open discussions, critical thinking, and the free exchange of ideas, essential for dealing with uncertainty? Do individuals from different fields come together to pool knowledge, share insights, and collectively tackle complex problems that no single discipline can solve?

These questions are answered by communities of knowledge practice, as defined by John Seely Brown and Etienne Wenger:


…groups of people who’ve worked together over a period of time… not a team, not a task force, not necessarily an authorised or identified group… They are peers in the execution of ‘real work’. What holds them together is a common sense of purpose, a real need to know what the other knows… a shared passion for something that they know how to do and to interact regularly to learn how to do it better.



QUESTIONS THAT LIMIT THE RISK OF ENTREPRENEURS TO FALL INTO THE POTHOLES OF UNCERTAINTY

Is a cultural concentration of the entrepreneurial base underway? This question highlights the significant role culture plays in shaping the entrepreneurial landscape, shedding light on the factors that influence the concentration of entrepreneurial activity. The role of young entrepreneurs belonging to entrepreneurial families must be considered. If you inherit a company, you are an owner but not an entrepreneur. You are an entrepreneur when you create a company from scratch. This is even more true if the heir entrepreneur brings a disruptive innovation that opens up a previously non-existent market or completely changes an existing one. Investment in innovative talent and the integration of multiple, unrelated skills to create something new must also be considered.

Are workers’ desires being neglected to fuel corporate competitiveness, or are companies bold enough to innovate, empowering new generations of workers by experimenting and demonstrating the possibility of the unusual? Boldness depends on a company’s willingness and ability to exploit new technologies without sacrificing creative human labor, social justice, environmental protection, and ethical behavior in economic activity. This underscores the importance of responsible innovation, prompting us to consider balancing technological advances with ethical considerations.

Can companies ensure that the development of artificial intelligence systems is designed to offer a new and necessary perspective that goes beyond mere economic growth? This happens when we assign a negative rating to activities aimed at consuming superfluous goods and a positive rating to those that produce well-being. The inessential is subjective, but it is also influenced by learned cultural norms that dictate consumer behavior, whose preferences are reflected in their spending patterns. Ultimately, companies are asked to <<bring man back to the centre, not man’s goods>> and to stop the trend that sees <<man risks being reduced to a consumer good>>—sic Pope Francis.

Is the mission of Homo Solidalis, Socialis, and Civis, who is supportive, social, and actively participates in matters of public interest, recognized and appreciated by engaging in cooperation to extend interests beyond personal ones? Such a person cares for fundamental social needs, recognizes their vital role in well-being and psychological development, and, no less importantly, treats nature not as an object but as a partner with whom to plan the future.

ENTREPRENEURS’ JOURNEY THROUGH UNCERTAINTY

We have embarked on a journey through profound uncertainty, which can cause disorientation and disrupt our mental lives, influencing our perceptions, thoughts, reasoning, and decisions, both individually and collectively. This unease is resolved by asking increasingly challenging and unusual questions, and in doing so, forging creative connections between seemingly unrelated ideas.

By learning to solve problems creatively, we can address this uncertainty more effectively. This approach introduces us to the cultural environment of entrepreneurship inclined to leverage the synergistic relationship among science, technology, and sustainable economic development.
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